Preliminary experience with plasma exchange in patients with ulcerative colitis.
We decided to test the effect of plasma exchange (PE) in selected patients with inflammatory bowel disease in which conventional medical treatment proved insufficient. Twenty-six patients with ulcerative colitis (UC) were treated with PE, six patients with fulminant colitis and 20 with long lasting severe colitis. After very promising results initially, 17 patients with long lasting severe colitis were selected in a careful prospective study. Twelve patients completed the treatment protocol. Two litres of plasma were exchanged every second or third day, 5-6 times in two weeks. The replacement fluid was fresh frozen plasma. The activity indices and histological evaluation were used as criteriae for treatment response. A reduction of 35% in the activity index is considered a significant improvement. In all but three patients (out of 12), the activity indices were reduced two weeks after end of treatment. Six patients had a reduction of more than 35%, three patients had a reduction between 22-28% and three had a reduction less than 10%. None became worse. In this carefully studied group, the immediate beneficial effects of PE was only demonstrable by the activity indices and not evident by blind evaluation of biopsies from the mucosa. In two of the six patients with fulminant colitis, PE was followed by an immediate dramatic clinical improvement. In the follow up period (2-14 years) 14 of the 26 patients reported marked and long lasting improvement of inflammatory bowel disease. We conclude that PE might be beneficial in subsets of patients with UC.